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Who Is Guy de Cointet?

From the late '60s until his untimely death in 1983, Guy de Cointet was an active member of the
Los Angeles art scene whose encrypted works on paper and theatrical productions using readymade
language—taken from both the high literature of his native France and the soap operas of his adopted
land—were often as enigmatic as the man himself. Looking back on the life and work of this quintessential
artist’s artist, Artforum presents new assessments of and reminiscences about Cointet by curators
Marie de Brugerolle and Connie Butler, writer Jay Sanders, and artists Mike Kelley and Matthew Brannon, as
well as Cointet colleagues and collaborators Larry Bell, Mary Ann Duganne Glicksman, William Leavitt, and
Jeff Perkins; followed by a facsimile manuscript of Cointet’s 1976 play At Sunrise . ..a Cry Was Heard.
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Giusy o Colster, A Mew Line, 1981 Peromsancs vw, Solsmon B,
Grgpenais Musewm, s York, 1981, Nie Yascl and Rord Ricard,

Enigma Variations

MARIE DE BRUGEROLLE

GUY DE COINTET'S FINAL PLAY was never performed during his life, bat in a
tribute to the artist shortly after his death in Los Angeles in 1983, at age forty-
nine, one of his longtime actresses, Jane Zingale, and the mime Tery Arneld
decided to stage and film the work, The Bridegroom was the very last writing
that the enigmatic Frenchman ever put to page. The scrting is quite ordinary—a
family's living room, complete with a couch, a door that opens onto the street,
and a curtained window. At the beginning, we meet Pamela, who is scared,
wearing a whire mask and black shirt and black leggings beneath a skire. She is
sad. Her aunt Harrier arrives; she tries to give ber niece hope, Something, how-
ever, i immechately amss: Aunt Harmet speaks in monologues, whereas Pamela
answers in mime (and, just once, with a screaml, And when Aunt Harriet poings
through the window to a young man, Peter, and suggests that he would make a
nice boyfriend, Pamela quickly pulls out a suitcase full of shoes, dresses,
makeup, magazines, jackets, and perfume—and then mushes out the door, Aunt
Harriet, now alone, follows quickly but then stops at the window, where she
turns o the audience and savs sadly, even mournfully:

Goodbye, my Calvin . . . Goodbye, Charles Jourdan, Adios, litle Saint Lavrent . _ .
Adios, Copmapolitan, Flaygl .. Adiew, my Guceis . . . 50 long, Estée Lawder, Ol
of Olay . . . Farewell, Vidal Sassoon .. .

Perhaps Aunt Harriet is disappointed to lose certain outfirs Pamela took, Or
perhaps she is somehow saving good-bre to her own youth, Regardless, in this
final menalogue, the last words written by Cointer, it 15 clear that products take
on the qualitics of people—even sceming like actors offstage, as this spoken lise
resembles so much name-dropping—while actors, in their mteractions, can seem
maore like objects, speaking in a language set somehow at a distance from their
W EMIGTONS.

You might be forgiven if you thought that Cointer was hamself just such a
figure out of the pages of fiction, for his personal story can, on cccasion, seem oo

410 AETROEM

incredible to be true. Drifting through his life were figures ranging from Andy
Warhal's muse Viva, with whom Cainter shared a smodio lofr in mid-"60s
Manhattan, to Marshall McLuhan, who was once spotted at a Venice,
California, bookstore purchasing a copy of Cointets completely encoded news-
paper, ACRCIT {see Perkins, page 412). Known informally by some in the Los
Angeles artistic community during the "70s as the Duchamp of LA, Cointer
teday is the stuff of bearsay, or even begend—a higure spotted in the background of
photographs of early Paul McCarthy performances like Class Fool, 1976, or said
to have stood ar the head of classrooms at CalArts, where John Baldessari would
sometimes invite him to guest teach (“an alternative to the Finish Fetish artisss,”
Baldessari says). Someone, in other words, with a powerful hold on the imagi-
nation and yet who now seems all bur lost to time, a figure nearly as inscrutable
as the wealth of encoded drawings and books he produced; and as uncanny as
his plays incorparating snippets of television soap operas, Baudelaire, Mexican
radio, and conversations overheard on the streets as dialogue. In his own time,
Cointet was recognized for his ability 1o execute *mirrored handwritings™—an
artist who was ambidextrous, he possessed the ability to write a correct line with
his right hand and its reverse with his lefr, like Leonardo da Vinci—and, similarly,
he produced an scuvre to mirror contemporary society so that we would recog-
nize its conventions better. As theater crivic Franndek Dedk once wrotwe of
Cointet’s structuralist approach in plays such as Tell Me, 197%—in which fash-
ionably arired acrresses variously deseribe a white cardboard square featuring
the black capital letters A, D, M, and T (though their actions imply that they are
simply wairing for one woman's boyiriend to join them for dinner, which he
never does)—the artist juxtaposed *lifelike casual conversation with contrived
literary language . . . [pointing] owt thae both are particular styles and thae, with
acertain distance, the casual conversation will appear contrived as well.™ Only,
now it is the artist himself whose reflection is difficult for audiences to see.
Born in Paris in 1934, Cointet would live in many countries over the course of
his life—Germany, Morocco, Algeria, to name a few. The son of a French general,
he was forced in his youth to move every two years. OfF these locations, it could be
said thar Algeria was the most farmative, with its port city Oran the place where
he became childhood friends with designer Yves Saint Laurent and—maore signifi-
cantly for Cointet’s eventual move to the Unired States in 196 5—fashion photog-
rapher Jérdme Ducrot. Togerher the trio fipped through the pages of the magazine
Jardin dex modes, which inspired them to pursue fashion, design, and are (a tri-
partite interest apparent not only in The Bridegroons but in Coincet'’s glamorous
casting and costuming for theater pieces throughour his life). Saint Laarent would
eventually beave for Paris, having won a competition sponsored by Dior. Cointet,
failing in the same contest, would take 2 more circuitous route, landing first ar the
Ecole Mationale Supérieure d* Art de Nancy (1954=57), in eastern France, before
spending two years in the army as part of a required military service during the
Algerian War. Finally, in the late *50s he maoved 1o Paris, where he starved working
with the commercial agency Havas, designing adverticements for products such
as Le Chat laundry detergent, Hollywood chewing gum, and Amora mustard,
It was likely with this work in advertising that Cointet began to strike a balance
in his art between language as pattern or decoration and language as something
instrumentalized or, more plainly said, text with a "goal.” For a time, he made
drawings and paintings using newspaper and magazine articles as elements of
collage. Bue his real inmovations—when he first used letters as abstract motifs—
began only when he moved 1o New York as an assistant to Ducrot, The larer was
already sharing a stodio with Viva, who today recalls seeing Cointet there on a
daily basis, starting ro make his own work, which consisted of movable ladders
made from colorfully painted dowels. (The objects, which likely owe something
to George Brecht’s Ladder, 196 2—for which the viewer was asked to paint the top
and bottom steps white and black, respectively, and All in a spectrum of hues on
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the rungs in between—seemed a kind of obscure
signage.] Viva soon introduced him to Larry Bell,
whao subsequently rook on the young Frenchman as
his assistant (a few of his famous glass boxes were
assembled by Cointet, in fact), which required a
maove te Los Angeles soon thereafter, in 1968, In
this locale, far from his European origins—and as
part of an artistic community that included the likes
of William Leaviit, McCarthy, Allen Ruppersberg,
and James Welling—Cointer fully immersed himself
in his linguistic investigations, which took the form
of books, works on paper, and works in space.

Cointet’s engagements with language were from
the start much indebted 1o liverature and, in par-
ticular, to the prose style of Raymond Roussel,
whose novels such as Impressions of Africa (1910)
featured narrarives taking place in exotic lands, all
rendered in crystalline rexts composed according to
obscure rules (see Leavier, page 4201, Undersconing
the artist’s literary sensibility, his deawings of the
carly '70s feature colorful geomerric forms upon
which Cointet would handwrite his titles, often
lines raken from Edgar Allan Poe or Jorge Luis
Borges. Indeed, the latters “Garden of Forking
Paths™ might be the most important of these refer-
ences, appearing in a 1971 drawing with the clarity
of a manifesto—speaking to the way in which
Cointet’s practice is one of infinite digression, where
meaning is kept perpetually open., (Intriguingly, in
his later drawings Cointet would use penciled
grids vo break lerrers down into constituent lines,
spelling out titular phrases such as sHE 15 18
WONDERFUL SHAPE! 0r BACK 1N JAMAICA, Before
completing these drawings, Cointer would erase
the grids, so that this “writing” would appear sim-
ply as abstract decorative patterning. As in Poc’s
“Purloined Letter,” what you are looking for is
hidden in plain sight; the game here is not to find
the solution, which is obvious from the ritle, but
to guess the code and its elementary units.)

Gary o Calabat, Pvin HE Wi Face Seamed
1978, ink and pencill on Archas pages, 20 & 28557,

MARY ANN DUGANME GLICKSMAN

| FIRST MET GUY IN 1975, in Venice, California, through Gus Foster. One evening we were going 1o a
party with fricnds, stuffed into the backsear of a car. As we were driving around the Venice Circle, Guy
wsked if I would be interested in acting in a performance. That scene remains a vivid picrure for me: =Of
sourse | was interested!

Extremely interested,” to borrow a couple of lines from his 1974 play Tivo
Drraserrigs. That invitation set me on a lifelong trajectory thar has led to my present life in France

The first performance we worked on together was At Smorrise a Cry Wias Heard, 1976, which explains
the history of the “halved painting.™ As with Guy's other works, there is no central plor, bur in this case a
serics of small exotic stories rantalize listeners into thinking that the mystery of the painting might in the

snd be explained. For me, it was the most difficulr piece of any | performed for Guy: It is a long monologue,

filled with non sequiturs, dates, lists of numbers, and geographic sites, and it fearures many characters.

In rehearsal, Guy did not explain his work. He let me experience it, He simply gave me a script and
wsked me 1o read it and memorize it (I'm not sure, but I think our work together was the first of his
nemorized—as opposed to read—performances. ) | would perform a section with no direction, and he

would smile, or not, There never were negative comments. If he didn’t smile, | would do it again until he
was pleased. It was a wonderful relatienship, because | was creati
cisiom, Bur it was new

v interpretation and adding to his
as mow, 1o say each word as he wrote it, whether or

theless important to me, the
100 it seemed correct or made sense, He wove together so many diverse languages and cultures as well
15 literary and artistic concepts that, for me, each word became a little erystal that ne
surrounding ones exactly as he had placed it, in order o glivrer in the way he intended,

Shortly after my first performance of Af Swnrise . . ., Guy began rehe
wctor theater picce, Ethiopia, 1976. Here we had many props and three actors, Guy did give some stage
irections, but he let us discover each prop and also play off one another, developing our relationships
ind movements using his words, Again there was no central plot but rather merely a series of familial

d oo towch the

als on his first mulriact, mulei-

s

nreractions, vet a symbiotic relationship developed between the objects on the stage and the actors as
hey vold their family stories, about travel or former residences

After Erbropia, Ithink Guy knew that he was destined 1o create complex theater pieces, We continued
o perform readings from his books and “one object™ pieces, which were combined into longer “theater

sieces” such as Cigar, 1977, and O, a Bear!, 1978, These and other compositions like Going #c

Market, 1975, Two Drawings, and My Fatlrer's Diary, 1975,
o . . - . N Gy S Coinied. T Drawdings, 1974, Performance
were still eryptic, visval works, But unlike Ar Swnrise ..., view, Portiand Come for the Visusl Ats.

hey alse had high emotion and excitement, fearuring losy  Persand. O, 1977, Mary Ann Duganng,

ove, dangerous jungles, war, and death. They are fascinaring
o perform, and each time 1 am swallowed up by them,
And vet Guy himself was quiet, letting his work and his
wctors speak for him. Indeed, although he was reserved and
1 bit inscrurable, his work needed someone else in order 1o
s¢ fully realized—from his books with Larry Bell and Gus

“oster to his plays directed by, for example, Yves Lefebyvre

it the Théirre du Rond-Point in Paris—and people wanted
o collaborate with him. In this regard, Guy was atypical in
1is vision and in his being: On the surface nothing seemed
o make sense, bur his work's perfect order and beauty
nade you look for something else, made vou aceept unan
wered questions and improbable situations and enjoy
smigmartic language.

When he was ill, just before his death, he was beginning
o conceive a new play for the Avignon Festival. The last
words Lheard him say were “Tant pis, [ was so close,” O
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JEFF PERKINS

| HAD A STUDIO on Main Street in Santa Monica in Ocean Park, where there was a
little artise communicy at the time. One day [ heard a knock at my door, and there was
Guy standing there, and his eve was huge. Somebody had walked up to him on the
street, a total stranger, and punched him. Just smashed him in the face. He was really
upset. | think he had a beautiful little storefront in the Venice Circle then, but he
wanted vo move into my place immediately. $o [ said yeah. He moved in thar day and
stayed for abour four months. He was smoking Gauloises; he always ate very French,
very simple. To me he was culture.

By thar time we had already collaboraved on a piece, his very first publication in
1971, a newspaper called ACRCIT, which fearured an averview of ciphers. Pages were
laid out in braille and Morse code; one page had a magic square and another a Muslim
curve; there were a couple of puzzles and some backward writing, which he could do
with incredible facility. When he asked me to contribute something, 1 went to Sam
Flax in Westwood and found an aerial view of palm trees in Los Angeles, which he
made into a spread. This image, to me, represented the city: flatmess and palm trees,
which were imported, just like Guy, inte California, Now, I think Guy made this news-
paper becavse he was ready to make a statement, to say, “I am here. | exist.” Bur, of
course, he couldn’t help his sense of irony, which diceated that he publish the thing
anonymously. I mean, he didn't even sell the newspaper. He just went out and surrepti-
riously pur it in the racks of different bookstores.

1 enee heard that Guy grew up in a castle and came from a French military family—
that his father was a general, and his facher’s father a general, going all the wav back to
Napoleon. But Guy always hid behind different characters. Not long after making the
newspaper, he wanted to do performance, so he asked me if we could go to the Screen
Acrors Guild together to find someone to play the part of his main character, Qei No
Mysxdod—which is Guy de Cointet in code. He was looking for a girl to play this
person, and we looked through books and books of child actresses, bue for some rea-
son he wasn't pleased with anybody. About two weeks later, he called me vo say he had
found the right actor: Billy Barry, this famous litele person. Guy was elated. Billy didn™t
know what was going on and didn’t care, The performance rook place at Cirrus
G:ll.lc:'\l.' in Los Ang&lts, courtesy of Jean Milant, and B|I|:|.' stood by a blackboard and a
table with all Guy's books on it. Billy just introduced himself: “Yes, I'm Qe No
Mysxdod, I'm passing through town, on my way to Benakhor, but [ want to present
my maost recent books, Does anybody have any questions?™ And so he ook questions.
It was scintillating. )

As Guy made more performances, he became more confident, which meant more
playful. I saw Tell Me in September 1979, ar the Rosamund Felsen Gallery, which was
really funny: Three women were ralking o the objects around them, speaking in a
soap-opera style, They used trivial parlor language, like characters on Sex and the
City="0live, everybody knows Emily is crazy abour Peter and vice versa”™ and “Mary,
are you interested in Arthur?"—but their sentences were often incomplere, What was
funny to me was that, while they sounded like cheap paperbacks, it was really a sophis-
ticated play on art. It was art, yet it was art making fun of itself. Guy's writing was
always a bit of a ruse in this way, too. | deciphered some of his first book, A Captain
from Portugal, 1972, which read in part, “1 have no heroes, | have no dreams . . . Ive
discovered eight varieries of antelope.™ When 1 told Guy I couldn’t decode it all, he just
said, “Don't worry, it doesn't matter.™ Thar was his game: He was into the mystery of
language, of puzzles, of objects raking on lives of their own. Guy would place all his
strange sources in play, in various forms—whether publishing, thearer, himself—and
then let the audience figure it out. O
JEFF PERMING £5 AN ARTIST WHO LIVES AND WORKS IN NEW TORR

412 ARTFORUM

Abgwiy: Gty da Coinbet. The Wevy Firet Thee You Expenence M Besuty Fluld, ca. 1983,
ik on Archad pagar, 2000 25 %7, Balow: Guy de Colnbet. Expahor ledet ko slunedd, 1973,
Parformustion viw, Cirrus Gallery, Los Angeles, 1971, Billy Barty.

Such was the open-ended effect of his printed matter as well,
which comprised a kind of fypoésie—ro use a term coined by [érdme
Peignot to describe language thar rests on the border of the visible
and the legible (and which 15 more evocative in its valences than, say,
concrete poetry). In 1971 Cointet also produced a limited-edition
newspaper, ACRCIT, whose “articles™ appeared in braille, Morse
code, and other forms of encryption, and which he distributed
through local news outles, as if to make consumers who came upon
the work question the legiimacy of the *informartion™ being offered
them (see Perkins, at left). Shortly thereafter he began making books
with increasingly esoteric titles like A Captain from Portugal, 1971,
Espabor leder ko nluner!, 1973, and TSNX C24VATME, 1974, as
well as a collaboration with Bell, Amimared Discouwrse, in 1975 (see
Bell, page 413). This new artistic direction, however, no doubt
partly involved a look by Cointet back at his own youth, when he
was obsessed wirh invented languages, mathemarical games and rid-
dles, the Inca codex, and military ciphers. The last might well have
arisen given his family heritage; according vo his friend Jeff Perkins,
stories circulated in "70s Los Angeles that Cointet had grown up ina
castle that flew heraldic flags. ( And, in facr, his family’s house, which
still exists in Burgundy, was designed after the Polygone—a military
structure invented by Mauban during the reign of Louis XIV—and
has a strange labyrinthine quality. Scen from above, the house even
assumes the shape of a erystal.) But one cannot discount his more
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general cultural inrerest in wartime radio broadeasts, where, again, messages could be hidden,
as it were, in the open. One thinks twice about Cointet’s use of language when considering pro-
saic government-agency communigqués during World War I1 such as “the carrots are cooked.”

Yer Cointet’s mature interests were still more philosophical or, perhaps more accurarely,
mystical, creating in his audiences the sense thar something is hidden and must be revealed—
as if there might be some revelation of the irrational in the quotidian. To offer just one
example of his approach here, the letering in A Caprain frome Portugal seems merely a kind
of cunetform script; at the end of the small volume, a pyramid-shaped text presents a code
with which one might decipher the rome. As it urms out, however, the words in Cointet's text
are not separated by spaces, but rather with still further punctuation that requires decipher-
ing; entire passages are also in Portuguese, so that even a decoded text remains somehow
hermetic, The true stakes of his work, then, are not in a text’s final meaning, but in the recog-
nition thar everything is ciphered—suggesting thart it is more important for us to find rela-
tionships among things than to seek any kind of truth,

Ir was only a matter of time before Cointet would move into real space, as he sought to stage
his books, adding another dimension to such relationships, His first effort was Espabor ledet ko
silsirser!, a presentation in May 1973 ar the Cirrus Gallery in Los Angeles, for which he recruired
the midget actor Billy Barty to improvise a talk based on the artist’s book of the same title and
steeped in psendoscientific discourse, (Although Barty had appeared in numerous movies, atr
that time he was most familiar to audiences as a regular on the televised Colgare Comedy Howr,
where he would impersonate Liberace while a chandelier spouted shaving cream, See Perkins,
page 412.) But more of an indicator for the evolution of Cointet’s practice was The Paintings of
Sophie Rumemel, 1974, in which Viva stood before twelve of the artists new paintings com-
posed of red letters and numbers on white canvas (consisting of license plare and phone num-
bers found randomly, together they seem like nonsensical signage, or else eve charts). Ultimarely,
for audience members these became paintings and texts at the same time thar they were
reprresentations of paintings and texts—in short, props. Viva read aloud from sheets contain-
ing the exact same text, introducing different potential meanings by using a variery of intona-
tions and chythms of speech as she revisited the passages over and over, Is it praise? Adorarion?
Puzzlement? Depending on the intonation, *1256™ could be a tragic number.

Here we get a hint of how Coinrtet's pracrice of the visual poetry of letters would move toward
one of objects. In subsequent productions he lireralized language onstage by rendering books as
enormous volumes, for example, making them into narrative accessories thar stood alongside
other geometric stage props that would scem like things, signs, and characters simultaneously,
as actresses or actors spoke to them—and, more to the point, as these abjects appeared o

LARRY BELL

| MET GUY sometime around 1965 or 1966 through a woman
named Susan Hoffman—aka Viva, who was one of Andy’s
acrresses. | was dating her sister, and one day she introduced
Ciuy to me; he had just arrived in New York and needed a job.,
He spoke practically no English, but [ liked him so gave it a
shot. He worked in my studio for some seven years, Socially
during that period, however, he said about seven words to
me. He was a very mysterious person, But | learned a little
bit over time. | saw his drawings, ciphers, and stick sculp-
tures. | noticed thar he would sometimes shoor videos from
the window of his apartment (formerly mine) of a toathless
old lady across the street, who would hang the bloomers she
was laundering on a clothesline along with aluminum foil.

Mot long after Guy stopped working in my studie, [ began
taking blurry pictures of friends of mine as they moved
around thae space. When | came across a pamphlet by a
Belgian writer named Raoul Vancigem, who was in the
Situationist International, the thought eccurred to me o get
back in vouch with Guy. On the back of the pamphlet was a
notice saying that anyone could use this text in any way they
wanted. 5o 1 did exactly thar, shifting around a few of the
sentences in the rext—which was originally called “Thoughts
on Living for the Young™—and giving it to Guy. [asked him
to convert my pictures into text, making a kind of rransla-
tion out of them, which ended up as a book called Anfrnated
Disconrse, 1975, A final passage read:

History 15 not setting us a goal without giving us the equip-
ment to reach it, When the illusion of real change has been
shown, a mere change of illusion becomes intalerable,
Peaple whao ralk about revolution and class seruggle with-
out referring explicitly 1o everyday life and without realiz-
ing whar is subversive abour love and whar is positive in
the refusal of constraints, such people have a corpse in
their mouth,

We made a key for those interested enough in decipher-
ing it, But, that said, | am not sure Guy's own work had any-
thing to do with communication. In fact, [ think it was just
the oppaosite. His act was about total silliness, the most dif-
ficult thing to communicate, And so, while his influence on
many people was quite profound, 1 do not think he has ever
received any acclaim except from artists, O
LARRY BELL 15 AN ARTIST
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MATTHEW BRANMOM

GROWING UP in places like Alaska in the 19705 and Montana in the "80s, | was used to seeing adver-
tisements before | saw the real thing. Eventually, | realized thar everything was right there—in the
posters, the previews, the signs, the reviews. You could become obsessed with, say, a lm from the
posters alone; you didn't have to see the movie to understand. Later, in graduate school, after making a
few terrible paintings, | curared student shows and ran the visiting artist program, finally becoming
mare interested in the promotional residue than in the events themselves. Today posters form the core
of my work: They loosely mimic advertising through the balance of rexr and image; ctheir flar-foored
appearance and immediacy are countered by their poeric component; they are full of contenr bur fail
to deliver, These are lessons [ learned from Guy de Cointer.

I'm sure [ first heard of Cointer in Paol McCarthy's New Genres class at UCLA, bur | didn't really rake
note until another student, Jon Pestoni, a living archive of the esoteric and obscure, showed me Cointet’s
waork on paper (“on paper” being very significant in terms of the above). Like Conceptual art with a
capital C, the work was something you could imagine yourself producing. But more important, T thoughe,
yau literally felt yourself reading; you were very awarce of the fact thar you were looking at ink on the page.
The work was visually hard to define, yer somehow very familiar; it looked pretentious but also casoal; it
was intimidating but full of humor; and it never seemed a discrete end unto ieself, In other words, every-
thing looked like a prop. [ loved it before [ understood it

And yer, in face, before you read anything, you've already

FHETOM. . . AGUX JY  understood somuch. The choice of type, of color, the layour,
z lf.  SPLONY DEHTQ how it was printed, the paper—all this tells you an almost
UNIKMBA HESUR OCE infimire amount before you read something. Designers under-
IR.UE DHAN WENUD, 4 thi I e
AVSROLEM? stand this. And it is something Cointet understood. He
forces us to focus on the components of language we typically
CEGINABFOW,EEPHN ignore. He pokes fun at the clarity one usually demands from
ISRA TITUMELLOR X a text and instead draws our artention o textual limis—
EIYNWHOS L DUPSEG  something he also managed to do in his performances, using
VAZAC EQOMMEHL .EQ  language in an open-cnded way, employing it in a literar
oM ploying ¥
= :E T; 1 : : E I:é i a:u fashion, or using street, camp, or popular tongues. In all
these endeavors, you suspect the joke’ on vou, But vou alse
el flat 00 DE INVOIVED 1N The CONSTrucTion of meaning.
R I e Gty
SHUZRYYNAW SO0EDU Consider a print Cointet made in 1974, called A Page from
LTN IXW,GEJUSL T1 My Intirnate Josrsal {Part 1). The title is handwritten at the
CAEDAN IBOLER,PHA top of the work and is as important as the printed letrers

below: It suggests that the artist is disrupting the idea of, and
demand for, autobiography (another lesson I learned from
Cointer). I doubt the work is truly a page from his diary. But
even if it were, and even if we could rranslare the rext, how would his private life inform ours? Just what is
it we need art for—to find a person in a paper trail? In chis regard, 1 think thar Caintet’s fabled interest in
the soap-opera genre is telling, Indeed, [ like to think thar the ritle of this work is pure camp: Sure, it might
look like an eve doctor's exam, but it's actually something deep and private, something I'm sharing,

OF course, an artist is free to speak in voices other than his own, And the time berween an author’s
writing and an audicnce’s reading is potentially infinite. Yet writing is nevertheless a self-conscious
act; one anticipates that people will bring to vour work not only intellect but also biases abour whart
art is and has been. It makes perfect sense ro me that Cointet would, then, make work disallowing a
passive reception; work for those wheo love language and everything messy about ir; work thar some
will easily dismiss, believing it will never add up to anything, In this regard, I know thar to write about
Caintet today is to participare in a form of mythmaking. Yet perhaps his general obscurity in the his-
tory books to date may sull be areributed vo his art, which is resistant to just whar we desire 1o dis-
cover in him. And so Cointer’s work will never fir. (1

Guy du Colntat. A Page from My Infimate journsl (Part 1],
1974, ink on paper, 30 x 224", Photo: Billy S,

MATTHEW BRANNON 5 AN ARTIST LIVING IN NEW YORE. HIS EXHIBITION Wi RE WiI WIERE" 15 ON
WIEW AT THE WHITHEY MUSEUM OF AMERICAMN ART AT ALTRIA IN NEW YORK THROUGH AUGLST 38,
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trigger dialogues between the actors moving among
them (who occasionally even “introduced” the
ohjccrs to the audience). In the monologue work At
Sunrize .. a Cry Was Haard, 1976, a painting was
again both signifier and signified, tool and symbol:
The actress Mary Ann Duganne refers to the work
throughout the play, seeming to take her words from
the canvas, looking to the image and then ro the audi-
ence as she tells the story of an arvwork whose origins
could be found in hieroglyphics. (In other words,
the characters painted on the canvas remained “dead
letrers” unless they were “acted out” with intona-
rion and body language thar creared meaning for the
audience, * A painting is always a texr,” Cointer once
said.) In Godmg to the Marker, 1975, such painting-
texts were framed by jagged forms of various colors,
Blue evoked a river, green evoked the grass; when the
actress pointed to green, she was speaking of a prai-
ric. The decorative elements were themselves always
already a text, in other words, again falling between
visibility and legibility. As artist Mike Kelley recently
said of his first experience secing such ser designs:

Ir struck me thar [Cointet's] props, at least the
abstract grometrical ones, were analogous to pho-
nemes in language—they were visual phonemes, pri-
mal forms. He used language abseractly. In his
drawings, too, he utilized lester forms in an abstract,
graphic manner—but at times they were arranged
inte recognizable words and phrases, It was the same
in his performances; there was the same play with
abstractfrepresentational tension.

Or, as Cointet himself wrote in one of his later works,
Ighe, 1977, quoting Baudelaire's “ Correspondances™
(1837} without citation, “Mature is a temple of liv-
ing pillars where often words emerge, confused
and dim.”*

Yet sull important here is the role of intonarion—
and of sound more generally—in Cointet's play
with language and code. In an interview just before
his death in 1983, he discussed this aspect of his
work in a manner suggesting that individual words
could be as variable as his structuralist streams of
readymade language taken from television melo-
dramas and modern literature alike. “I make dia-
logue part of the action,” he said, continuing:

and it's hard to say when a conversation starts and
when it is finished. You realize it's finished only when
you get onto another one, People speak differently
even in rhe same language: people in the street, all the
different classes of society, tell different jokes and

* The somnet, as guoced by Codnrer, and spoken by the characrer Rosa,
coninues: *, ., and man gocs through this lercst, with familsas / cyes of
aymbals always warching him . . . perhames, sounds and colors corre-
spond.” The symbolis poer's wark i full of such references 1o synestbesia,
where ssghe, eouch, smell, hearing, and taste are bnked and interchangeable,
andd Caintet explored this desply im his work.
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talk differently; they have their own vocabularies and spevial wavs of explaining
things. These styles are very simple, as well as strocrurcd.

Such attention to the effect of sound was mformed by his four close collabo-
rations with Robert Wilhite, whom he met in 1972, and which included impar-
tant plays such as Ettvopra, 1976, and Iglv, (The pair worked together for only
two years.) For the latter piece, Wilhite—who often fabricated the objects
onstage for Cointet's productions—made wooden furniture, authored music,
and composed a sound track featuning prerecorded phrases from a Spanish-
language course, {There is also a “silent harp,” an instrument that—in a kind of
nad to John Cage—produces stretches of silence. ) In the recording, words thar
sound simular yet have vastly different meanings—recalling Roussel’s presccu-
p,1tiu1| u.'iih hnmnrhnny—n e interlnlul,"n tl}' spnlu'n A% pilrt r:f A conversation
among four characters whose language ranges from advertising taglines ro
poetry, with one mood change marked by the arrival of a telegram with terrible
news, Today, Wilhite says that, while words in a work such as this could take on
the quality of objects, he “saw the opportunity for injecting sound within a narra-
tive fvrmat and thereby enlarging the *sculprural” aspect of my sound-making.”
sometimes, he adds, the objects he made for their collaborations produced
sorunneds “not intended to be *music.” Instead, the sounds were similar o verbal
dl'wrlplmln in that they gave the objects identities,”

Yet in describing sound’s effect within his staged collaborations with Cointer,
Wilhire also cites the influence of Russian Cubo-Futurist poet Yelimir Khiebnikov
(1885-1922): “For Khlebnikov, a shift in sound that produced a shift in mean-
ing was a shift in the structure in the universe.” For his part, Cointet took a more
sother view of sound's role m s work: “1E%s not music, it more codes,™ he sad.
Mevertheless, as far as the duo’s final collaborabion is concerned, one must say

that a major shift in structure—and one pregnant with implicarions for Cointet’s
art as we sce it today—did rake place. For Ramoma, 1977, there were minimal
props; he and Wilhite instead took as cheir ser the main entrance to an aban-
doned building at the California Institute of Technology in Pasadena, a struc-
ture with a grand French Renaissance facade and staircase. Accompanying the
production was a trio of musicians who wore hars with black netting covering
their faces, as well as black leather gloves; with rhythms determined by chance,
they playved gongs, each one of a different meral (stainless steel, bronze, and
copper) and a different shape (circle, triangle, and square), The story was thar
of a “sensitive voung woman,” Ramona, who has just moved into a house over-
looking the Pacific Ocean, which is *not so passive on this particular evening.”
But most remarkable bere was how the facade becomes a kind of seamless scen-
ery; even a window above the balcony, where most of the action takes place,
frames the actresses so that they seem like figures in a painting, In the plays that
followed Ramona, Cointet, looking for new “correspondences,” for the most
part moved away from objects, instead composing works in which each scene
appeared under lighting of a different color, for example. Whereas Coinrer had
once held a mirror to society's codes and conventions, toward the end of his life
he seemed prepared to move into society itself, imagining a theater in the street
{as well as, more playfully, in a swimming pool). “How strange that the narrow
perspective lines always seem to meet, althe HIFJ'I. p;ra"r].' sy the character Jr_r]'ln
Bentley in Ramoma. And so it might have been with Guy de Cointet and the
codes he discerned all arcund him, creating an art—as well as an artist—that
we seek to decipher today. O

LEARIE DE BRUGEROLLE ORGANIZED THE ARST EURDPEAN SURVEY OF OUV DE COMTET'S WORE,
AT THE WASEE DYART MODERNE LT CONTEMPORAN, GENDYA, I 2004, |SEL CONTRIDUTORS.|

Tramalated frime Frenok by Jesmine Herman, wirk addinesal ramdatio by Yo Scbor amd Tior Graffie.

By e Cosbirled il Flusbied ) Wil Ramona. 1977 Peiformance view, Gabes Hall, Cablomin sttt of Techrohgy Pasadens, CA. 1677, Mary Ann Dugaeve and Haery Franet
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Gary e Colwint, Tell Me, 1570, Pedfoamsrre visws, Lo ingeess County Mussurs of i, 1OTH. Tas syl Helen Wendas, aee Nagale, e Devins Do

Mood Elevators and
Changing Shapes

J&Y SANDERS

IT'S A PERFORMANCE taken up a thowsand fimes 2 day: The gallerist, museum
tour guide, or art collector stands in front of an enigmatic painting, w@akes a
deep breath, gestures toward it—an object in noed of an explanationr—and
apens her mouth. . .

For art andiences, the primary point of contact with an artwork s often the
social space right in frone of it (modern art as verbal production). In Gay de
Cointers work, however, this space becomes the argitself, He creares a staging
arca to cnact a theater of “understanding,” “appreciation,” and “decoding™—
fundamentally seorienting the mavare of his paintings, making them into a kind
of prop, Comter's contemporary and friend 'William Leaviet, whe also produced
=prop paintings "—works made specifically o function as thearrical objects—
descrilses this approach as “a way woaveid modernisim,” & meairs of conecprually
circumvensing the teajectory of “painting” snd the oritical measures applied 1o
the medinm. By being presented onstage, a painting can at the same time step
off the stage of paingng hisoory,

Situated in this way, Comoet’s paintings are fashioned specifically o parnici-
pate in their own castarm-made fiction. A beautiful actress in a seyhsh dress, say,

Al ARTFORUM

stands before the audience, the painting or paintings already on view behind
her. Her monologue, in its marvelous storytelling, takes the pamrings on eiotons
journeys through space and time—a narravive like a carmival ride or an adven-
wre movie, only starring a paintng. (s art as perfformed fantasy, as entertaine
ment.] OF course, the “painter,” too, must be a fabrcation. As if 4 precurior to
today’s artistic efforts taward creating “pamtings without painters” and other
forms of fictive peeduction, Cointet produces The Pamtings of Sopbie Rivemel,
1974, a suite of screenprints by Horo Lumnst, and dramaric presentations of
bockes by D Flun o Qei Mo Myssdod,

Even when Cointer’s performances aren’t happening, then, they are sill there,
embedded in the very sructune of these objects of our artention, The performance
i always “about to srar,” and we're there inextended anticipation, waiting to
hear the script that will, for example, unlock the flar, impenctrable codes of
numbers and letters comprising the canvases. The paintings, in other wosds, are
etrisctured s visual aids wo their own revelation, The poer Tam Lin, in his recent
ook 7 Cosiralled Vocabularies (2006), posits an analogous comtempocary condi-
rion, where art objects fully commangle within the highly evolved Beld of domes-
tic “lifesevle,” an acsthetic space where culture is reduced o code: *Painrings
like words can be read as an equation for any number of diagrammaric surfaces
mexactitude, thoaght, the false are of the historical, All pamnnngs should be
floww charts of paintings and inhabit a decorared space.™ Coinrer's paintings
operate like scicnce fistions—paintings as ambicnt code, triggening dreams.

The artist’s fully developed plays, which came slightly later, convey a similar
antodogical ambience. Adopring the mode of relevition melodramas, his aciresses
miovve thireagh the set, talking with ene ansther about love affairs and home life,
sharing snecdoees sl gossip. But ma manner resemBling that of test labosatonics
where certain environimcnital conditions are held constant, the sets and props these
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characters find themselves surrounded by lack the ornamental and defining arri-
butes of “design” that allow forms to become specific objects, Instead, every-
thing in Cointet’s performance work is kept as a volume—a basic shape with a
basic color. A red cone, perhaps. Or orange cubes. Rectangles in black, green,
and blue. A pink diamond. The plays demonstrare thar everything one touches
becomes media, a surface point for committing a momentary hallucination of
definition, Ohjects are open codes for domesric lifestyle. An example from Tell
Me, 1979: “Where's my comb? Oh, there it is,” {The actress knocks over a large

Cointet's plays demonstrate that everything one touches
becomes media, a surface point for committing a momentary
hallucination of definition. Objects are open codes for lifestyle.

stack of orange cubes.) “Oh! My precious book!!™ (She begins picking up and
restacking the blocks.) “Half a sentence is broken! . . . Ull fix it later. . . . Bur there,
I'm afraid one word is bevend repair. . . . What a shame, it's an important word, ”
Like flashlights shining in the dark, the actresses verbally identify and engage
each colorful form, whose tenacious blankness only erases any residual mean-
ing at the moment that the women move on to something else, As content fails to
adhere or accumulate, we can never feel comfortably oriented to what we see.*

In a rare statement on his own work, published posthumously in 1984, Cointet
explained, “In my performance pisces there is a progression in the dialogue, bur
there is nothing so striking as plot.” He produces, he continues, something more
like walking tours through the decor of the set:

What [ like is the texture of the characters interacting with the objects and shapes
and feeling complesely ar ease with them. . . . The audience sees arrangements and
piles of painted geometric forms. During the course of my plays these forms are
talked abowt and their identities revealed. After the audience discovers what every-
thing is, sometimes they’re even more confused,

This choreography bears a resemblance to the work of another Frenchman,
filmmaker Jacques Tati and, in particular, 1o his firss color film, Mo Onele (1958),
and its complex kinetic movements among people and household objects, While
the film is specifically a parody of domestic modernization, the bold primary
colors of the furnishings (a yellow'chair, blue patio umbrella, green sofa) setin a
fictitious ultramodern house—as well as the stark gray/white interior's contrast
with the bright green front lawn—nevertheless encourage the same kind of height-
ened visual comedy berween people and things that Cointet achieves on the stage.
Chairs and tables ar a garden party are shuffled in a highly choreographed but
“clumsy™ manner; futuristic interactive household gadgets popularing the home’s
interior operate in radically unexpected ways—extended domestic scenes are
lost in the cacophonous pleasure and visual slapstick of people moving objects
through a landscape. And life at home is an ongoing series of inept negotiations
{physical and emotional), resulting in a kind of busy-looking “sameness. "

Indeed, both direcrors avoid developing the interior life of their “charac-
ters,” preferring basic caricatures instead—and in Cointet’s case, the emotional
ups and downs and domestic humdrum of soap operas. His actresses appropri-
ately “overact,” adopting a style that is somewhat saccharing in the context of
performance art. (In this regard, one might also note thar Tae's stylistics were
quite out of step with the Mew Wave.) Just as the plays trace contexrual outlines
around shapes scatmered abourt the stage, so, too, the theatrical deliveries our-
line a wide array of performed emotions. In Cointet's earlisst performances—

*Agam, Tan Le: “Indrmation should never be allowed ro scosmulare for roo bong [like desine] and Become static
foem. Informanon should comenute the thasnest poisible coating on paintings, sculptures, Sewrted public plazas,
and sirpors. In such & wary, forms dhan disappear bevoms: exenini of everything chie.”

dramartic “readings™ of his nonsensical books—the actress or actresses would
run through a rainbow of staged emotions, from assertiveness to sexual desire,
from rage to sorrow or frustration. Like someone turning the dial on a radio,
drifting through stations, Cointet cross-fades freely among the emotions that
might be expressed over the course of a play. In his last completed piece, Five
Sisters, 1982, this modulation became Coinrer’s focus: No props whatsoever
were used and the audience’s attention was drawn instead to changes in the
moods of the “sisters™ that corresponded with the changing colors of the stage
lighting (designed by artist Eric Orr). As Cointet explained, *For example, to
relax, vou need blue light. A character says, “It's so blue,” and she slowly starts
becoming completely blue. Another characrer is very sensitive to the sun; in
fact, she can’t stand it. Once in a while a brighe yellow square appears; when
she sees it she starts 1o ger sick, and then becomes completely upset, out of her
mind," Decor modulating mood, emotions as changing lights. Lin writes:

What are emations we are about to have in a future already present? The era of
emadions is over. One prcfrr: a maeied or mood predicror (mood rings, gho-halls,
bia-feedback devices, ete.), which in turn become logos for produces, which in
turn become pm-dun:l-emnti-:ms.whl:h in turn become consumers | by-products),
In this way the consumer is always ahead of the feelings she is having, just as with
Muzak whose décor can minimize any room or elevator in the minute before one
walks into it

Why not have a more sophisticaved relationship with objects? Whar are the
artistic possibilities of activating nonadministered forms of information and
nonprescribed uses of things? How can we reoccupy the berweenness of
U interactions?

While Cointet’s work during the "70s and early "80s is unique, it nevertheless
may be set within the context of a few artists working simultaneously on both
coasts of the United States. His focus on performed-object manipulations, on
semantic complexity—and on working within “genres,” with an open-ended
phenomenological approach to meaning—brings to mind Michael Smith’s solo
stage works like Let’s See Whar's in the Refrigerator, Comedy Rowutine, and
Bussran's Holiday Retreat Revsee. One also remembers the intensely economi-
cal uil:lemp "!ipcl.'l.‘lclci." of Stuart Sherman and John Zorn's Theatre of Musical
Oprics. (Significantly, all these artises found inspiration in the Ontological-
Hysteric Theater of Richard Foreman.) The same might be said regarding
Leavitt's stage pieces and Mike Kelley's early lectures, which appeared in Los
Angeles at the same time that Cointet was producing work, And so Cointet's
example makes it clear that complex undercurrents remain in art history, seill
lacking sufficient feedback, requiring another deep breach. O
A8y SANDERS 5 A CLRATOR anD WIITER LiviG i nlw O, (SEL CONTRIDUTORS,)

S for Dufy de Codnlet’s De loanes ket coulsurd, Thaltes du Rosd-Peing, Pars, 1962,
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That’s Guy de Cointet

CONNMIE BUTLER

OME OF THE SONGS [ had in constant rotation for years in my car in Los
Angeles was David Stephenson and Richard Bell’s *I Wane to Hang Our with
Ed Ruscha™: “I want to pack up and fly to LA / T want to hang out with Ed
Ruscha f He makes the words and light interplay / He puts cool into LA / Thar's
Ed Ruscha.”™ It was on a compilation CD commemaorating the late Giovanni
Intra, the mercurial Mew Zealander who was a founder and the pied piper of
China Art Objects gallery in Los Angeles for four shorr years. Like the French-
born artist and LA immigrant Guy de Cointet, whose work is the topic at
hand, Intra’s light burned fast and bright. The impact he had on his host city
and its resident artists was profound and indelible. He must have loved that
catchy Ruscha tribute (I assume that’s why it's on the disc) for the way its
languid phrasing and cool temperature crystallize the exoric, archly exisren-
tial, and deeply humorous posture of a certain kind of Conceptual are that
has emanated from LA for more than thirty years now. Coming from one of
the most beautiful and extreme landscapes in the Pacific, Intra somehow
understond the weird confluence of light and text that infused Ruscha's best
text paintings of the 19803 and the coolness thar characterizes his body of work
as a whaole.

But thew the naugea took over again. And trembling and shaking, for some rea-

son, she lost ber balance and fell into the river. Fortunately, two persons, two

gentlemen, swith a slight accent from Luxembourg, caught ber just in time!
—Guy de Coantet, from OF, a Bear!, 1978

According to those who knew him—and no one seems to have known him
very well—Cointet’s time in Los Angeles was deeply imprinted by his experi-
ence of the popular culture there and the surreal beauty of the California exotic,
He lived in a loft in Little Tokyo long before it was colonized by artists, and
there he listened voraciously to Chinese, Filipino, and Mexican radio stations,
which provided the sound track to his steady dier of velevision soap operas in as
many languages as pre-cable Los Angeles had to offer. Cointer had moved to LA
in 1968, and he remained there until his deach in 1983, of aips. As suddenly as
he had arrived on the scene, he disappeared into the hospital, having deterio-
rated quickly from whar his doctors mistook 1o be hepariris,

Fully at home as a cultural transplant in a city often caricatured, to this day,
as a cultural wasteland, Cointet made theatrical performances thar defy carego-
rization and yer are absolutely central to a largely unmined history of
Conceprual performance art as it unfolded on the West Coasr, Like that of his
contemporary Ruscha, Cointet’s involvement with language was of a largely
pedestrian kind, More often overheard than read, his sources were of the down-
market variety—the smarmy cadences of *70s television advertising, the trashy
condescension of fashion magazines, the loopy hysteria of soap-opera confes-
sionals, and the random brilliance of eavesdropped conversations—and
together they contributed subplots about food, beaury, dieting, and love.
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Guy de Coinbet, The Halved Painting. 1974, Performance wiew, University of Califoenia, irving, 1974, Deboraih Coates.

Tihve land bavs silent, still, snder the brilliant sun already starting to sef down , .,
Ownly frail bustterflies, fearless children of the sun, capricions tyrants of the flonw-
ers, are [uttering abont andaciousiy. Their mimte shadows bover in the sarms
over the dropping blossoms, run lightly on the withering grass, or glide on the
dry and cracked earth . Ob! It's starting to rain! —from Ettiopia, 1976

When he moved 1o Loz Angeles from New York, where he had experienced
Warhol's Factory firsthand and had begun to develop his performance theater,
Cointer joined artists such as Bas Jan Ader, Michael Asher, David Askevold,
John Baldessari, Ger van Elk, Douglas Huebler, David Lamelas, William
Leavit, Allen Ruppersberg, Ruscha, William Wegman, and others who were, ar
the time, inventing the Conceptualist trope of location, While Robert Smithson
was in New Jersey making his non-sites and calling his home state the California
of the East in tribure 1o the lefr coast, where he had made some of his most
ambirious sive-related works, artists in Southern California were using the
extreme hybridity of the landscape and the locally diverse culture around them
to fashion a regional, location-related conceprual language. 1 think here of
Comneet's ravishing and mysterious Halved Painting, 1974, a landscape of let-
ters with a gash through the middle, a gap thar functions as a silence, a chal-
lenge to the aural image called up by the title of the latter of two plays in
which the painting starred as its leading prop—Ar Sunrise . . . a Cry Was
Heard, 1976, An actress, dressed with Carol Merrill aplomb, narrates an epic
journey punctuated by the letters in the painting to which she gestures at critical
poines in the story line. While a specific location is never revealed, the journey
recalls one of Cointet’s (and Ruppersberg’s) Favorite fictions, Raymond Roussel's
Imiprressions of Africa (1910). This mix of a silence that is expressed visually
and an aural expenience thar is described with language or lerters but is unin-
telligible to the audience—this experience of confounded reading, of audiovi-
sual aphasia, is similar to the experience of reading Ruscha's paintings. Or
more to the point of the gap, Ruscha’s paintings of the late *80s that contain
actual chunks of negative space, unpainted moments where words should
appear. They appear to function linguistically bur don’t, or can'r. In Ruscha’s
MNaothing Landscape, 1987, for instance, the gap is framed by two trees that act
like parentheses around the silence in the middle—a luscious caricature of a
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landscape thar is strucrured by language and gencrates
only silence.

We nsed ro live there, on a plantation between the Rio
Colorado and the Rio Negro, just East of Balia Blanca,
—from O, a Bear!

Like his LA compatriots Ruscha and Ruppersherg, Cointer
made books and breathraking drawings using coded language
apparently developed from many sources (his mother was a
linguist; as a child during the war, he became intimarely
familiar with military codes; erc.). The drawings and books
can be deciphered and were ofren narrated in lecturelike
monologues in his performances. “Mock professorial™ was a
frequently emploved mode for Cointet’s characters. His first
play, Espabror ledet ko wlener!, 1973, was a monologue in
which the acror Billy Barty read from the artist’s epony-
mous book in a kind of overenunciated gibberish, creating
narrative interest purely through gesture and intonarion,
The books and drawings functioned as guides or kevs to the
embedded and implicd narrarives thar the artist worked
aut, but also as daily objects, props, or scripts to evervday
existence, Cointet’s drawings and books all ¢ycled around
the dramaric tableaux and plays he would write and stage
for various art houses in Los Angeles (and, larer, around the

gy de Codnbet. ca. 1980, Photo: Manus Fuentes.

MIKE KELLEY

THOUGH GUY DE COINTET was still alive when I moved to Los Angeles in 1976, 1 never met
him, nor did [ see any of his theatrical productions unil after his death. These works were not
performed often, so it's not so surprising that [ missed them even though | was living in the
same city. Yet I was a fan of his work based on the lirtle 1 did come across, like the scripe for his
play Tell Me, 1972, which appeared in an arts journal accompanied by photographs of its
recent production. Much of my own performance work ar the time was made in response to
such written accounts of live events, rather than to personal experience. The same could be
said of my appreciation for the early work of Robert Wilson and the plays of Richard
Foreman, both of which were unavailable to me (and which, 1 would argue, share some char-
acteristics with the work of Cointet).

I did see some of Cointet's drawings in person, however. These consisted of combinations
of lerrer and number forms, sometimes with an accompanying phrase thar cast the arrange-
ment in a theatrical light. Here's an example from his 1975 book A Ferr Drawings: *1 stand
dumbfounded and stare at her in amazemene,” It was this theatrical, and somewhat roman-
tic, quality that gave his work its uniqueness and differentiaced it from the history of con-
crete poetry and the Constructivist play—with its abstract use of letter forms—that I was
familiar with,

His stage sets had a similar quality. Abstract shapes and forms, furniture, and charts were
arranged into tableawx thar intimared domestic interiors. These were extremely beautiful and
could easily have functioned as stand-alone sculprures. Bur they were not sculprures; they
were arrangements of objects designed to be performed within,

After Cointet’s death, his friends mounted a number of his plays at the Muscum of
Contemporary Art in Los Angeles, with many of the oniginal cast members. | saw the entire
series and was incredibly impressed. They were unlike anything | had seen before, The dia-
logue was generally abstract, yer the staging was quite dramatic—sometimes melodramatic,
This combination of abstract form and language, paired with the performative rropes of melo-
drama, was very powerful and original. Actor and object had equal weight: The symbolic
ambiguity of the set pieces inflected the performances, and the emotional intensity of the per-
formers charged the ser pieces. This was, truly, a kind of sculpror's thearer.

What was particularly unusual, especially for the era, was the focus on beaury and ele-
gance. With the exception of Espabor ledet ko ulimer!, 1973—an abstract “lecture™ per-
formed by famed little-person actor Billy Barty, which was overtly comedic—Cointet’s plays
for the most part fearured beauniful women of extreme pose, '|']'|1,1u!;|1 this evacation of the
aesthetics of the fashion world is standard fare in today's art world, it was extremely uncom-
mon in the late "70s. And it was particularly strange in the context of the day’s performance-
art scene, which in Los Angeles was dominated by politically oriented feminist works and
body art. Unlike New York, Los Angeles—probably because of the omnipresence of the film
industry—had almost no history of avant-garde theater. In fact, its performance are (or action
art, or body art, or whatever else you want to call it) has often been defined in direct opposi-
tion to theatrical traditions. Allan Kaprow's call for the merger of art and life was a very
strong local politic. Cointet was definitely the odd man out in this artistic miliew.

I have heard Cointer-defined as a Surrealist. | suppose this stems from the surface absurdity
of his work, and from the incommensurable play between clarity of form and ambiguiry of
meaning that is at the core of it. Bue [ don’t think this label is accurare. *Psychology™ doesn’t
have much of a place in his work, except for the ourward manifestations of it. [ would be more
inclined vo deseribe Cointet as a structuralise. His works are incredibly refined formally, and
he had a grear understanding of the visual tropes of acting style. The “theatricality™ of his
work caused many viewers to ger lost in issues of narrativity, which 1 believe were a smaoke
sereen. Cointet was an abseract artist who could equally appreciare the formal beaury of pure
geometric form and the histrionic gestures of melodrama. O
MIKE KELLEY IS AN ABTIST WHO LIVES B4 LOS ANGELES
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WILLIAM LEAVITT

ONE DAY GUY INVITED ME ro visit his studio ar
Washingron and Normandie—which turned
out 1o be a sizable loft, spare of furnishings
except for a rable, a bed, and a wire carousel
rack for paperbacks that contained, among oth-
ers, books by Raymond Roussel and Alain
Robbe-Grillet. T had first heard of Guy when
someone who had seen my play The Silk, 1975,
told me that he and [ were doing something
similar; we were subsequently introduced by
Denise Domergue, one of his actresses, who was
married to Bob Wilhite. But it was in Guy’s loft
thart | realized we did, in facr, share influences
that broughe us both to investigate a particular
kind of theatrical waork.

Roussels novel Impressions of Africa (1910)
and his play La Poussiére de soleil (1926) were
uninflected chains of events, dispassionarely
described in a precise and neuwtral srvle. Thar
Guy came from a family of cryprographers
would explain the strong appeal he felt for
the wordplay and language codes of these odd
narratives, Where Guy and I connected, how-
ever, was that we saw the situanions, actions,
and manipulations of izarre apparatuses,
humans, and animals in books like Impressions
of Africa not only to be delicious in the Surrealist
sense bur also liberating for Roussel’s disinter-
est in creating suspense or achieving resolution.
But, whereas the codes in my work were more
generic and about the dav's culture, Guy took a
collection of objects and words and reduced
them to his own code, then voiced them theat-
rically with actors and props. These picces
seemed like theater, but the theatrical meaning
Was missing.

In truth, my play, in its distanced descriprion
and voice-over narration, was probably closer
tir Robbe-Grillet than to Roussel, Yet | think
that for bath Guy and me, a play was a theatri-
cal object or image: a series of events that
occurred in time, one that unfolded without
SUSPENSE OF gratuitous emotion. We were also
reacting against the pyrotechnics of avant-
garde theater and the brutism of performance
art. Our goal was not to break the bounds of
theater but to stay within them in order o
achieve the effect of the ordinary through
actions and descriprions thar were obvious. The
words became the objects of desire. [

WILLIAM LEAVIET E5 A8 ARTIST WHO LIVES IN LOS ANGELES,

420 ARTFORUM

& “g‘ i . - |_.' wH
Duzy du Sclniat, igls, 1077, Performance wiew, Thestre Vanguard, Los Angeles, 1977, From beft: Mosica Tenne: Mary Ane Duganng, Ghin Pricr, and Jane Zingate.

country and in Paris). Like Ruscha’s photographic books, Cointers books and drawings are exquisite and
opaque, unyielding vet indulgent in their appreciation of the vernacular. One drawing, from around 1976,
is 2 monochromartic, red construcrivist landscape of peaks and vallevs char apparently spell aut the work's
title, I Srrake All the Time, a phrase of hilarious and compulsive rejection of the natural, wholesome
beaury that is the Southern California landscape, the backdrop of transgeession of all kinds. Campy lin-
guistics dressed up as cool, reductive abstraction.

Cointet's dramas—Ethiopia, 1976, Igh, 1977, the incantory Espabor ledet ko wliner!—not only
oceupied or implicated dystopic locarions of desire and otherness, they rransporred the andience
through a narrarive of dramaucally inflected clichés, non sequiturs, and pulp-fiction fragments. Brightly
colored props, oversize geometric forms implying various domestic fragments and resembling a
Constructivist reading room, were manipulated by elaborarely clothed women (and they were almost
always women) performing a kind of hyperfemme drag concocted from the davtime soaps and the self-
comscious voyeurism of Warkol's sereen tests, The connection ro Warhaol is nor unimportant, and Cointet
would even cast Viva, a Warhol actress, in The Paintings of Sophie Bummel, 1974, The script to Five
Sisters, 1982, arguably Coinrer’s most resolved and mature play, is a collage of clichéd exclamations
abour beaury, self-help, and all manner of feigned emotions. Cosmetic surgeons, exoric locales, and New
Age tinctures are discussed and punctuare the simple stage directions. The final cadence of the play is a
comment on the are world, which returns us to some kind of known reality but renders it as rransparent
and ridiculous as the facial moisturizer that has been discussed at length in the scene before: “Why are
my paintings so disturbing 1o me, and to Rachel, to Maria, to Dolly? My dealer seems to like them. He
says they're near and pretty. Maybe he should take a second look at them.” Funny, and a little too close
1o hame,

She's presently all alowe in the garden of er West Los Asngeles bome, Shonng sigus of emotiomnal distresz, she
aitnlessly warders alront boping o find some comfort fe the solitede of this swmmer night . . . Swerownded by
the dark shadouws of trees and bushes, the graceful woman iz standing arms stretched onut, and she seoms o
address the moon . .. —fresm Ighe, 1977

Imagine a constellation that might include William Leaviet's Califormia Patio, 1972, an installation
consisting of a sliding glass door of the tract-house variety and a fake potted landscape of the sorr one
mighr find on the adjacent partio; Ruppersberg's Location Piece, 1969, a performative installation com-
prising a patheric arrangement of natre’s lefrovers in a theatrical construction in an office; Iestant Mural,
1974, made by the Chicano collective asco (Spanish for mansea): an ephemeral tableau of an artist taped
against the wall, suspended in action as if caughe, framed on the sidewalk of East LA in a moment of fragility
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and aesthetic transgression in the geography of the stucco neighborhood; and,
fimally, David Lamelas's Glm The Desert People (1974, in which a collection of
characrers, including a Mative American, a housewife, and a jock, all cruise
arcund the freeways of LA, packed into a sedan, narrating their memaories of a
Papago Indian reservarion, their journey ending with the car careening over a
cliff, All synthetic landscapes, all completely Familiar and generarive,

Tor get from Cointer to the present, add to this constellation the over-the-top,
postpunk, mariachi, Warholian thearrics of the anarchic callaborative duo
Martiniano Lopez-Crozet and Milena Muzquiz, who call themselves Los Super
Elegantes, Fromoted early by Silverlake drag queen Vaginal Davis and supported

Cointet made theatrical performances that defy categorization
and yet are absolutely central to a largely unmined history of
Conceptual performance art as it unfolded on the West Coast.

Iw artists Stephen Prina and Mike Kellew, who knew Muzquiz at Art Center, Los
Super Elegantes brilliantly embody a kind of conceptual mestizaje that could
only have been nurtured in Southern California. Also emanating from Los
Angeles are the campy conceprual, pseudo-glam-rock stylings of My Barbarian,
another performance group, founded in 2000, whose core is Malik Gaines, Jade
Coordon, and Alexandro Segade, who claim thar cheir *antic, rock-operarive
oeuvre synthesizes music, art, and thearer through site-responsive spectacles,
videos, and recordings.”™ .‘n:.lrrrrrn'f Radio Action, a 2005 pl.'ri'urm.nu:r, viden,
and radio p|.1:r commissioned by Pacific Dirift for pl:le radio station KPCC in
Pasadena, centered around a posse of disease-ridden rodents thar make street
theater to call attention to their plighe, My Barbarian aspire 1o be famous for
naxthingz, 3 la Pars Hilton,

Immersed in the pop-culture landscape of Los Angeles, these two groups have
emerged in the past few years, preducing some provocative and often absurdist
performance-based work that is, in fact, deeply connecred o the work of Coinret
and the history I'm artempting to conjure (of conceptual performance steeped in
whart M urguIz of LSF has described as “the shak ].'-:.h;l k}'-l‘m::m-h::nm .1ppc.1| ot
whart we do, no marter how much concrete poctry and readymade Marxism we
shovel in”), Muzquiz, who s from Tijuana, has also said, ©1 can see a border men-
tahity in what [ da. I'm not interested in defining things, . . . This natwral disregard
for arigin has something to do with Tijuana in general.” This miscegenation of
form—the strategic intermingling of lowbrow Latin pop references (Lopez-Crozet,
a native of Buenos Aires via the San Francisco Art Institute, cites Sando, the
Argentine Elvis, as a formarive influence), French theory, Anglo middlebrow aspi-
rations of taste and decorum, and self-conscious riffing on the art world—seems
the ]'\I.'l'fl.'i.'r remix for the moment. Los Super Elegantes” 2005 performance ar
Damicl Hug Gallery in LA Chinatown was titled The Techrical Yocabulary of an
Interior Decorator, The night was warm, the production was a mix of the raunchy,
the homegrown, and the slightly patheric, but it was absolutely fabulous,

The mrragec of e orchestra was beyond approach. When the first note would
staet ot @ sownd could e eard fram the audience, wo matter bow large the
theater. They wonrld be totally spellinncnd, byprotized by the potion of loveliness
they sane darcing in front of thems, amd the conbuation of sounds more delirions
tha aeythiing ever beard, There was @ French eritic who bad compared the
worglegtra to e roar of the seirotaier inancient lore, [t was conmmon kuowledie
the eritte wnag Mitter wiith the growp becanse be had gone deal as a result of the
appelanse from the final curtan, — Gy dhe Coantet, from Etliopar, 19760

CORMIT BUTLEE 5 Tiel AONERT LEWAAN FOUNDATICE CHILF CURATOR OF

DREWINGS AT THE MUSELRI OF MODERN ART IN NEW YORY. (SEE CONTRESUTORS. §

Gy te Cowmiel. Envople. 1976, Peronmance view, Barmsaall Pack Treatre, Los Angeles, 1978, Jease Farguson, liran lones, and Mary Ann Duganne
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Bl e gt d 0
AT SoLRisE 4 CEY  whdS Hrarh

1.,]_, GACE PN & TIME
||ﬂ E‘ Bot lomg ago, im May 1974, I wWas & pasRt At & PATYY E1VEn
by Alszasder Bassarof, tBe wellknewn Boviet writer, st his
Mopeow appartment, lecated in a fashionsbtls ares of w}h
1 % elty. Wh alked tha fous Arewiog=ro wE
WL L .

streck by ik sight of & large, Ted, paluting basging oz toe
‘#liﬂ wil LT .l'Lﬂfin?_-_I felt, looking at the simple Tl sbsour algns
;m‘# was lmssdist and quite inmtense.
Tt was' s E1ld evemipg of that tise of the year, just past
winter, 1 oome %o lowe the bent. This special Fusaian ssasdd
&f sun apd Base, of Bluw and gresn... guests wess mingling abouti
BlE the rooms, In livsly cenversation. ALL windows ware oparn. e
lsanisg on &' broad window §i11 fesling the soft bresse; breatbing
the frash szhelatiozs rising from tRe lmrurinst vegetation of
the pamten balow, from ihe 1and srowsd, fres the majsatio pusaisn |
foreat 1 somld mes in & distance... floss To mE, WD FORnE BN

A=

.C'-n; in white trousers and yellow Tandce, probably Gresks consldering
their dark syes, pals eomplezios and jatblask bair, wers siogling

v with akill and simcerity the besutiful Grpey hr:.l:}
¥ geak agy klm ll;lﬂ'

van & Tilsgos

in im as =i drags

gnlaton

& jo Istan de BAETYOR

At Sunrise . ..a Cry Was Heard

GUY DE COINTET
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A #wast melody full of passicn, loagiog, sderaticn... Bk,

T Bouldn't take my mind off the Ted paisting whioh had imprensed

ww 8% profousdly whan I firet saw i%.
the proporilona of the picture, the great varisty of ths
i:.p: and their sstbetic qualities, the desp rich coler, plesssd

moaenl
rme & lot. 1 mtood dm [ *

s

i

|+ Leng ecough to be alevily swazs of other
,’Lﬂ‘ 1 was net GHIF t6 undermtand the Texs, DeF 9

4?'(] the vagus and cestradlotory feelings the ploture was glring uf.?.tﬂ

[_H I jodinsd .l.'u_l;uh againi...
T kmaw Alexander Bassarof for so=e tims, I met him several
wera doing s radio show together,

it of 1€, and seatine 13
“things.| Bt realising

t some order im

sars g0 in Assrica, while wa
Fordhas Usiwversity. It was an isterssting shew ealled:

ryox Pestica®. We resited the postry of Oarl Sagdlurg, Fine
gt Tipesnt ®illay, Roberi Dervice, Sylvia Flath, alomg with the
works of talented youog poets from the sorist Onlom.
f echanss ne, apd Agog with my
” WM ¥ parieing Bassarof was by Tﬁ:‘.l:'?ﬂ

H
SRE  eloalty T amked him vhers that’ FRARLADG vase from. K

chuckled inte his beard and said; "4 Jepansas colleagues gave 11
to me before the war, in spring 1939. The painting was fossd
durlng exoavations om the lslasd of Besde in Japas. 1% is dated

before GUr ETR..."

*Lang befors cur srat...®. I sald, "lomg befors our ere...?
§ remsmbar... 0f gourss I reseaber. It is §ai Irem the lalasd
i fondo in Japam that ploters comss from... but fros Egypt!

I% i8... 1% Ln 1Bs famous *VOUAL FAIRTING®, the sotorious plece

& was Ballt. B It's besnty, and 1tude o
for whiok & tespl t T

Oppeite e, L el Guy o Colated. Mahwd Painting. 1978, oil on camas, BOY 1 5647, This and opposite page; Manuscrpt
of Guy oo Colmtels Ar Suniie .., 0 Cry Was Neard, 1976 (annotated by Mary Anna Daganna ). Hight: Gy de Coinlet,
Ad Sunrigs . .. 8 Cry Wan Weard, 1976, Performance wiew, Biltmore Hotel, Les Angelrs. Mary Asn Duganne

2/
e=it & mound onoe io & whils, used to atiract worahippers and
sightssers fros all sver the csuntry, and from all over the
warld.

Mighly jnterested Bansarof asked se to tell M 1) T knev
about the plecs himeell 1iked so much.
*actually,* 7 aaid, “"the sounds which are recorded ms hav-
ing besz emited by ke painting wers nelther many nor especially
X,{lm&lmimﬂh' bat glways at sunrise, those who stood
{5\\- near it, long ago, might hear a thin, stridest sousd, 1ike the o
¥ tppaking of & harp string. Toat wes all. An gigless ery beard,
w:nﬂ.l durieg & relatively short pericd of two bundred
yenrs. i perlod preceded and followed by sany oenturies of
sllesce. Tet 1t was & phenomesoR ©f which hardly sny slmilar
ense is on record; and 1t was not, 1% should seem, ® oaptiea. -
the painting, which had besn silemt for so loag, W
w:-, did onoe aoquire and exercise mome atrange
izhereal power of saluting the sun.

The painting was mads about 1500 BC. The name of the artist
is totally forgottss, wvhich Ls surprisieg slnes the pletlurs
i=medintly after its completion ham .II'II-'HII obiect of great
curioelity and devetiom.

The meaning of the ssssage itself, ales, bas besn lost
ﬁhl never been breken lo soderm times. Perbaps, that ls =y
PAEBCOAL _CRARion, Bam never been kmpwm In 1ts tlme eltber, when
b puinting wes brought I_Mﬁyﬂin__il_m
Egrpt.

_—-_l“lr\lllhn, sevaral lmagimative parsoms and dedicated
bistorisns iried thelr :in_g_'.‘l deciphering the besutlful
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painted slgoe... Bever 0 muccedd!]
For szasple, in mid-sightesmth century an ealnent profsssor
from kn Afrieas Republic, neticed & slight differemce batwsss
the "larger® slgns in the cexter and the"smaller® signs en the
edges. “Cmly the large types,” Ee salstalzned, "are tree syebolas.
The s=all oned Aeem SeTel¥ Lo serve a8 SXPlABELLEY &F 18 LSter—
pret the othera, some of them Bear s sarksd ressablancs o &
slphabstic letters.” But he never could figars ocut sither the
Eymbala, of Lhe writiog. e weaes Seeserd b
/'%;;T In more recent times, mrowed LB80 I think, & group of
_]F_ﬁ-_’;mm“ searchers developed the ldea thers wasm & vary
i ';1"! censecilon Between the gounds snlied by the ploturs and
the plgne painted. *as o =atter of fact,” thay stated, * tha
f‘”&#ﬁt:m paintieg is & wunical deseripiion of sose natiensl svemt
" & sofusent.” Which is Dot u be resdily rejectsd sines svarybody

%r-—(hm the

mnd are fond of imventive susical sompositicns. Bet again, the
Chinses falled to give s specific sxplasation.

Among the many differest ioterpretaticns, futilities and

Fretanticus asmuspilens of peseiratiog suppositiesns which =411
remningd to b proved, I hold enly oce, which say well be indi-

1 sating e Hign dirserivm, T (LA

: at of her sheer postic sind Leurs Subec, frce Westers
Furope, iz the 12th eentury, sase %o the ides of the message
being closely relatsd, in an axtremtly Intrleals orypiogras
rm'.' %o aa intenes love affair which ended in iragedy and which,
like & Purning wtors, Jolted the ssollons of the peopls inhabi-
ting meum Ip'rl;l-il walleys long befors the prramide

L

/

®

were tuilt, and long befors the painting was made. This resinds
sé of & Bollywood colummimt and elese friend of Jayme Ma=afisld

who, worrying about her troubled sentime=ts, said to hery "layoe,
are you beocming like the imsorisl Issders Dunean, the IMITQ
actrens answered, "anything less 18 not for se, for 4t would
uEnatural.® A few monthe befors bar viclemt death a leading
peyehistrint from Lendon who locked after ber probless several
tizes, revealed: ["she places her faith completly in love...

Oely cne woman im & gemersation s born to be like her. She paye

& high priee, too high. Her whele sotivation im 1ife is 1o love

amd e loved, The men who léwe her, who keow ber, have to be

mmra of this all-lapostant fact or they w21l ki1l her. She will

dancer who lived for lowel® *I live in besuty and love,= the
h %

As T maid, the saking of the palnting took place 1900 BO,
The plecs atiracied visitors many years o follow.

In 27 BC the palstisg was partly destroysd by am sarih-
Quaks. The upper half fell dewn to the ground. We still ean ses
the marks of the cracke. It stayed that way, in twe pleces, for

Falfocate smoticnally.®

st known Teasos.

Then, the mxtilated painting drev nev interssl whes In
20 3¢ Fwulus Lovers, the histerisn asd specialist of the sxoiting
Cbuks Dinasty in Central Arabis, visited the site snd recerded
the facl the paicting smited & sound st sunriss.

Agnlm, in 15 B0, takes Place the sound heaed by Fluts,
& young engineer.

S0 AD, the sound heard by the primosss Assrasl of Sism,
A oollerful frasoos, whish atill cas b seen im good cenditiom
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a1 e palace of Liu=Nog, the old capital of that pountry,
daplots the pretiy primcess and her entourage, centssplating
e painting &% the Tery moment whers m Fay of the rising sun
renches ha Lop of the plecs. The whole soene s 11lusinated
mcd the letters glow like ssbare.
130 AD, the scusd heard by Antonis Targs, s EroErapher. e
156 AD, last recorded ooosplon om which the sound wan
Beard, that tise by quile & crowd of peopls.
Thses dates on whioh the sound was beard, are cnly inteaded
te provide a fow paints of refersnces. Durlng the pericd 20 B
mnd AD 156 1% ssems t0 have pecursd guite frequently, 1f irre=
palarly. Corialnly not every mormimg, bul probably several timss
& year at least. The asthoritiss include alse Fircatus, s waalthy
Agcal farser; the architect Nao Luser, mot by perscnal chasrva=
tiomy Peter Solsie, o member of the g
who speaks of “halwved painting®, isdicating the plece had mot
besn reatored; and idronisar the post. Ldroniesr is the muthsr
ef mazy resarkable poess. mﬂ- “"_l‘-hl, iw the l.'I.I'm.I.I.I__:,i
=lmll 18 thé aye that will not wesp to ses
Thy walle defmced... ..."
which, becauss of 1ts sudasioun componition and Imapinative uss
of mew words, was Lo have s lasting influssce on the poetry of
. Ahe Oriest as well an the Occldent.
Am for the nature of the sound, the enginesr Flutov spaaks
11 ma sesesbling the socund of & primitive flute. Varga, the
s Wimtes that it can only be cospased tp s hi 0
ks the ssund prodused by siriking brass. Ome of the
. describen 1t as & thin whistling sound that ress asd

t of an Asian State,

This gnd cpposie page: Manuscoripl of Guy de Colsset’s At Sunrise s Cry Was Heang,
1676 (ssnotabed by Mary Aes Dugsanal. Right: Guy de Colniet, Al Swwise . . & Cry Was
Heard, 1078, Performancy view, Do botel, Los Angeles. Mary Ann Cuganne

-

@

!-11_ lﬂmﬂw oa mY ths Siasess palace suggesta
the ﬂullﬁr resesblel the motes of a plans of as ergas. Far,

in o gornsr of the ploture, i ref ted, surrcusdsd by closds,
& masician sltilng &1 an lnetrusent lockimg wery much like as
sarly w-hi is interesting to notios, the soucd has

naver been compared, in any reperts from the witnssses, To &
busan voloe or o the soream of an amimal.

The reports contain soms 39 referscoss 1o 1ke tise of day
ot which the sound wan heard: twice befors suorise, 18 times at
sunries,; 5 times less than an henr after; § timss as hour after,
twlce Bogs thas an hour after, 3 times more than iwn kours arfter.

fis months most Ffreguently sentlioned are Felrusary and
March. Savaral visitors heard the sound sors Lhan ooow.

It is not lull‘lh]" eariain, Put alsamt o, that the
palnting kas beas ailent since about AD 200. Thars i oDe Te0or=
ded instance of ite baving scunded im quite modern times, but
thia event is attested im so curlowsly round-about & feshion
that lis value as evidence Le excesdingly slight.

We oan sasure, the sound was cnly heard at or Bear sunries.
1 varled is sote aod istensdi¥. I1 cocured al drrwgular dster—
vils, during & perled which apparently began when the upper

L'Wﬂﬁtmmmmm.M|uﬂumutht

peanibly bafore) the plece was restored.
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